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ABSTRACT 



This thesis attempts to explain the origin of state behavior in international 
politics. It compares the arguments of state level theorists who emphasize the 
decisive role that internal attributes, including domestic politics, political elite 
and regime ideology, to that of structuralists, who focus on the decisive impact 
of the structure of the international system. The difference is crucial: do we 
examine domestic politics in order to predict state behavior in international 
affairs or do we assume that any state, given its place in the international 
system, will act similarly without regard to these internal factors? 

The case study examined is Iran, from the early 1960s to 1989. During 
this period, the international system remained bi-polar, dominated by the U.S.- 
U.S.S.R. rivlary. The internal attributes of Iran changed radically, however, as 
a result of its 1979 revolution. With such a fundamental shift, state level 
theorists would expect a radical change in Iranian foreign policy- With the 
continuity of the international system, structuralists would expect essential 
continuity in Iran's external behavior. 

This thesis shows that despite rhetorical changes, Iranian foreign policy 
remained fundamentally the same under the Shah and the Ayatollah. The 
structural approach is a more useful guide to understanding state behavior. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This thesis attempts to explain the origin of state behavior in 
international politics. It compares the arguments of state level theorists who 
emphasize the decisive role that internal attributes, including domestic politics, 
political elite and regime ideology, to that of structuralists, who discount these 
internal attributes, and focus instead on the decisive impact of the structure of 
the international system. The difference is crucial: do we examine domestic 
politics in order to predict state behavior in international affairs or do we 
assume that any state, given its place in the international system, will act 
similarly without regard to these internal factors? 

Iran provides a unique case to compare the expectations of these two 
theoretical orientations. Following the Islamic Revolution, there was a drastic 
change in the nature of the internal attributes of Iran. The character of 
domestic politics changed, the composition of the political elite changed and 
the ideology of the regime changed. The international system, however, did 
not change as a result of the Islamic revolution; the bipolar system that 
characterized the Shah's reign continued for the first ten years of the Islamic 
Republic. These two orientations, then, would expect radically different types 
of behavior in international politics from Revolutionary Iran. State level 
theorists would expect a fundamental change in the nature and substance of 
Iranian foreign policy while Structural theorists would expect major 
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continuities, with only stylistic changes from Pahlavi to Islamic Iran. 

Structuralists are primarily concerned with important issues dealing 
with national survival, and the strategies regimes develop to ensure their 
security. In these issues, they are clearly correct. In issues regarding state 
survival, neither domestic politics, composition of the political elite, nor regime 
ideology made any difference. When confronted with destruction of its 
revolutionary regime by the Iraqi invasion, Iran abandoned its efforts to isolate 
itself from the international system and sought arms from its most repugnant 
ideological enemies, the U.S., Israel and the Soviet Union. It engaged in 
balancing behavior, allying with Syria, a secular state based on Arab 
nationalism. It sought to market its oil to any nation that would purchase it, 
often selling on the spot market to American companies, below the posted 
price. Relations between Islamic Iran and the superpowers waxed and waned 
depending on the level of threat that Iran perceived was posed by the 
opposing superpower. Iran sought to undermine the forces arrayed against it 
in the gulf through conciliatory policies toward regimes such as the U.A.E. and 
Qatar that were sympathetic to its views. 

In short, Iran was, as predicted by structural theory, socialized by, and 
participated in, the international system. 

The case of Iran also illustrates that ideology makes little 
difference in the conduct of relations between nations. Whether purchasing 
arms, marketing its oil or soliciting financial assistance, ideology has not been 



v 



I 



a constraint on the foreign policy of the Islamic Republic. 

All states, including revolutionary states such as Iran, the current regime 
in Haiti and Islamic regimes that are threatening to emerge in various Middle 
Eastern states, are clearly constrained by the international system. It is 
certainly possible, and in some cases likely, that these states will oppose U.S. 
strategic or regional interests, but they are still vulnerable to traditional power 
politics. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 



While there are many different theories that attempt to explain the 
nature of international relations and the formulation of foreign policy, two 
very different orientations dominate the discourse. Many international 
relations (IR) theorists assert that domestic factors have little impact on the 
relations between states, and focus instead on the structure of the international 
system as the primary determinant of state behavior in the international realm. 
Many historians and students of comparative politics disagree, arguing that 
domestic politics and ideology are decisive components of foreign policy 
formulation. 1 In a volume on the role of ideology in Middle Eastern politics, 
Robert J. Pranger argues that: 

Every one of the forms of ideology and power in the Middle East has 
serious implications for international as well as regional security. 
Increasingly it is recognized by specialists in international relations that the 
internal working of movements and regimes, constantly changing as events 
interact with actors and institutions have important effects on conflict 
within the wider international order. 2 



’Hereafter I will refer to those of the first school, which are often called 
neo-realists, as Structuralists and the second school as state level theorists. 
Although these terms are vague and encompass a wide variety different 
theories in each category, they do highlight this fundamental distinction 
between these two theoretical orientations. 

2 Robert J. Pranger "Introduction", Ideology and Pcnver in the Middle East, ed 
by Peter J. Chelkowski and Robert J. Pranger, (Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 1988), p. 27. 
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Additionally, R.K. Ramazani asserts, in his history of Iranian foreign 
policy, that "Generally the relationship between foreign policy and domestic 
conditions is easily underestimated." 3 

As Pranger noted, even scholars within the international relations 
discipline disagree on the importance of systemic versus domestic factors in 
explaining state behavior in world politics. Many theorists believe that 
internal attributes of states, including domestic politics, the composition of the 
political elite and the regime’s ideology play the decisive role in the crafting of 
foreign policy. 

These two schools of thought would predict very different types of state 
behavior in international relations. State level theorists would expect that since 
there are a variety of different ideologies, political elites and domestic political 
struggles, states would exhibit a variety of very different types of behavior in 
international politics. Structuralists on the other hand, would expect that since 
there is only one international system at a given time, states, despite their 
different internal characteristics, would engage in very similar types of 
behavior. 

While a single case study can neither completely validate nor 
completely discredit either theoretical orientation, Iran is an ideal case study to 
compare the expectations of these two orientations. Everything that the state 

3 Rouhollah K. Ramazani, Iran's Foreign Policy 1941-1973 , A Study of Foreign 
Policy in Modernizing Nations, (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 
1975), p. 389. 
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level theorists declare to be important in foreign policy formulation changed 
following the 1979 revolution: the leadership changed, the nature of domestic 
politics changed and the ideology changed. Everything that the Structuralists 
believe is important in determining state behavior in the international politics 
remained the same. The bipolar international system remained in place 
throughout the first decade of Islamic rule. These two orientations would thus 
predict radically different foreign policy outcomes from these two very 
different regimes. State level theorists would expect a radical change in the 
nature and conduct of foreign policy following the revolution. Structuralists 
however, would expect major continuities in the conduct of foreign policy with 
only stylistic changes from Pahlavi to Islamic Iran. 

Iran is also a great case study due to its vital geostrategic location. Iran 
is strategically located in the Middle East, a setting which offers a unique 
juxtaposition of these contending theories. Iran was the focus of the "great 
game" between great power rivals Russia and Great Britain for over a century. 
The initial salvos of the cold war between the United States and the Soviet 
Union were waged over the issue of the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Iran 
following the second World War. Additionally, the region was uniquely 
anarchic, experiencing numerous"coups d' etats, civil wars, revolutions, and 
interstate conflicts..." 4 These frequent disruptions spawned an amazing variety 



4 Sohrab Sobhani, The Pragmatic Entente: Israeli-Iranian Relations, 1948-1988 
(New York: Praeger, 1989), p. 70. 
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of ideologies to justify the new social order that the revolutionaries promoted. 
Wahabbism, pan-Arabism (including Nasserism, and Syrian and Iraqi versions 
of Ba'athism), nationalism and pan-Islam all sought to establish a more open 
(or independent, egalitarian or just) society on earth. Further, the extent of 
state and substate actors attempting to influence state behavior within the 
region is unmatched in other areas. The geostrategic location of Iran 
guarantees that it will be the focus of continuing interest for both regional 
actors and superpowers in the future. 

Finally, Iran is an exceptional case study due to the level of interest in 
the nation. Due to its strategic location, great oil wealth, rapid modernization, 
Islamic ideology and its internal turmoil, many scholars have conducted 
research on all facets of Iranian society, government and policy, both before 
and after the revolution. The Islamic Revolution occurred during the mass 
media age and its causes and results are well documented, although much 
debated. This documentation makes it possible to compare the foreign policy 
formulation and Iranian behavior in international politics under both 
Mohammed Reza Shah and Ayatollah Khomeini. 

This thesis will examine foreign policy formulation in both Pahlavi and 
Islamic Iran and compare the behavior of both regimes in international politics. 
I will show that although Islamic Iran initially attempted to isolate itself from 
international politics, it was quickly socialized to the international system. 
Despite the often disjointed and inconsistent nature of foreign policy formulation in 
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the Islamic Republic, the behavior of Iran in international affairs zoos remarkably 
similar to that of Pahlavi Iran. Despite acerbic rhetoric to both superpowers and 
to many of its regional neighbors, Iran often pursued pragmatic policies 
towards these ideological enemies. In short, the constraints of the international 
system played the decisive role in the determination of Iranian foreign policy. 
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